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Biophilic design and
biophilic cities: an explainer

BY KINCAID C. BROWN

The COVID-19 pandemic brought into focus that outdoor activi-
ties in natural settings have a positive impact on mental health,
and individuals participating in outdoor activity report higher rates
of emotional well-being than individuals who do not participate
in such activity.! Biophilic design is an architectural practice that
aims to connect people to nature through design concepts with one
of the benefits being psychological.? Other benefits of biophilic
design include improvements to environmental quality, physical
health, support of animal species and habitats, and more resilient
and energy-efficient cities.?

While there is a breadth of aspects utilized in biophilic design,
some major features include utilization of natural light and ven-
tilation, inclusion of plants and vegetation (such as a living wall),
visual connection with the natural world outside, and the use of
natural materials and shapes. Examples of buildings that utilize
biophilic design concepts are Frank Lloyd Wright's Fallingwater in
Pennsylvania, the Khoo Teck Puat Hospital in Singapore, and the
Metropol Parasol in Seville, Spain.

The biophilic cities movement is one in which cities across the
world work to incorporate biophilic design concepts on a citywide
level to reimagine how urban areas interact with the natural world.
Many cities are taking advantage of the positives of green [e.g.,
parks, trees, open space, urban agriculture) and blue (e.g., urban
ponds and lakes, storm drainage) infrastructure* because of the
real benefits of better water management and energy savings, the
population’s improved mental and physical health in these settings,
and increased equity of access to the natural environment.>

Urban tree planting, planning, and maintenance are prime exam-
ples of biophilic practice that many cities have intentionally or un-
intentionally taken part in because of its myriad benefits. These

benefits include reduced air temperatures leading to lower energy
costs; reduced noise and environmental pollution; mitigation of run-
off and flooding; and improvements to the health and well-being of
the urban population.® A 2020 report estimated that tree cover in
urban areas produced more than $18 billion in air pollution re-
moval and upwards of $5 billion in reduced building energy use.”
The Vibrant Cities Lab,? created in part by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture Forest Service, is proponent of urban forestry for these
benefits as well as other reasons including traffic calming,® im-
proved academic performance for children,”® and crime reduc-
tion."" Many Michigan cities, including Ann Arbor,'? Detroit,'® and
Royal Oak,'* have tree planting programs for these reasons.

There are many aspects to making a biophilic city.'”> Most obvious
is the relation the city has to nature including the availability of
parks, proximity of natural habitats and tree cover, and impact on
urban biodiversity. Other characteristics include the amount and
demographics of the local population visiting nature, places where
school children are able to have recess, community engagement in
planning and programing, and ecoliteracy.'® A network of partner
biophilic cities exists and includes cities in the United States like
Austin, Texas; Kansas City, Missouri; and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
as well as international cities like Barcelona, Spain; Edinburgh,
Scotland; and Singapore.”

There are many ways that cities can employ to embrace biophilic
values that involve planning and governance. The most obvious
one is allocating budget for urban greenery improvements includ-
ing park and nature area conservation, tree planting, and incorpo-
rating green space in urban construction projects. Another is to
plan and strategize toward carbon neutrality or flood mitigation
infrastructure, like in Hoboken, New Jersey.'® Cities can also move
in this direction by revising zoning, tax, and construction regula-



tions and ordinances to make development incorporating biophilic
facets more cost-effective and attractive. Examples include bio-
philic standards or goals in zoning schemes, tax incentives to con-
struct sustainable buildings, and guidance for builders to conserve
habitat and public rights-of-ways. Other measures that cities can
employ to embrace biophilic tenets include nature-based education
in public schools, public support of nature-based events and stew-
ardship programs, and community information sharing.'

While it is not mandatory to employ biophilic design elements in
construction, there are certification organizations that employ bio-
philic elements in their standards. Two of the most well-known of
these standards are the International WELL Building Standard® and
the LEED Rating System.?' While the two standards have similarities,??
they differ from their starting points. The WELL standards are focused
on the individual, with the grounding that the buildings, where hu-
mans spend so much or our time, impact health and well-being.?®
LEED, the more widely used green building rating system, has a focus
on environmental, social, and governance benefits reached through
sustainability, enhanced human health and community quality of life,
and environmental benefits through reduced energy consumption
and conservation of water resources.?

Kincaid C. Brown is the director of the University of Michigan
Law Library. He is a member of the SBM Michigan Bar Journal
Committee and a former member of the Committee on Libraries,
Legal Research and Legal Publications.
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